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The UN's first world conference on poverty and social problems, held in Copenhagen March 6-12,
led to a landmark declaration that commits the UN's member nations to a 10-point guideline for
attacking "poverty, social disintegration, and unemployment" around the world. Latin American
countries now plan to use the declaration as a point of departure for future negotiations with
advanced industrialized nations regarding economic assistance and development strategies in this
hemisphere. The conference, dubbed the World Summit for Social Development, was attended
by 117 heads of state, making it the largest gathering of world leaders ever. Lower-level officials
from 65 other nations also attended the event, as well as representatives from more than 2,000
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs).
In general, the conference sought to carve out a strategy for nations of the industrialized north
and the developing south to cooperate in a joint attack on poverty. In fact, the central theme of
the conference emphasized that an international drive to eradicate poverty and reduce income
inequality throughout the world constitute a post-Cold War imperative (see Chronicle, 02/09/95).
According to UN Secretary General Boutros Boutros Ghali, the decision to hold the conference
reflects a new understanding among rich and poor countries alike that poverty has global
consequences such as uncontrolled migration, epidemics, markets too poor to absorb exports, and
economies that pose risks unacceptable to investors.
Consequently, in his address to the Assembly, the secretary general called for a new international
"social contract" that recognizes that rich and poor nations are now intimately bound together
and no country can enjoy the luxury of pretending that another's poverty is of no consequence
worldwide. "Now is the time to act because the potential for cooperation has never been greater,"
said Boutros Ghali. "By making social problems a global priority, we are launching a collective
struggle for the welfare of the international community, one that maps out a new social contract
emphasizing solidarity throughout the world."
At the close of the conference, participants signed a watershed declaration, called the "Copenhagen
Declaration," which constitutes a general guideline for international cooperation. They also signed a
"Program of Action," which calls for specific measures to combat poverty. "We can continue to hold
the trust of the people of the world only if we make their needs our priority," reads the Copenhagen
Declaration. "Poverty, lack of productive employment, and social disintegration are an offense to
human dignity and a manifestation of ineffectiveness in the functioning of markets and economic
and social institutions and processes."
The Declaration outlines 10 specific "commitments" that, taken together, will function as a blueprint
for future negotiations among nations regarding programs to eradicate poverty. In fact, the
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agreement to use the word "commitment" is seen as a fundamental step forward, since "principles"
or "objectives" have always been the standard language used in previous UN declarations.
The 10 points include:
1-a commitment to create a conducive economic, political, social, cultural, and legal environment
that will enable people to achieve social development;
2-a commitment to work toward eradicating poverty in the world as an ethical, social, political, and
economic imperative of humankind;
3-a commitment to promote the goal of full employment as a basic priority of economic and social
policies;
4-a commitment to promote social integration by fostering societies that are stable, safe, and just,
and that are based on the protection of all uman rights, nondiscrimination, tolerance, and respect for
diversity;
5-a commitment to promote full respect for human dignity, and to achieve equality and equity
between women and men;
6-a commitment to achieve universal and equitable access to quality education and health care for
all people irrespective of social condition, race, national origin, gender, age, or disability;
7-a commitment to accelerate the economic, social, and human-resource development of Africa and
all of the least- developed countries in the world;
8-a commitment to include social-development goals in all structural adjustment programs; \
9-a commitment to significantly increase the amount of resources allocated to social development,
and to improve the efficient use of those resources, as a basis for promoting national, regional, and
international cooperation to combat poverty; and
10-a commitment to improve and strengthen the institutional framework for international
cooperation on social development.
The Program of Action, meanwhile, outlines specific goals and measures to address the three
fundamental issues raised during the world Summit: poverty, unemployment, and social
disintegration. In general, the document states that poverty is a complex, multidimensional
problem that has no uniform resolution that can be applied to all countries, meaning that socialdevelopment programs must be flexible enough to adapt to the particular conditions of each nation
and region. The document emphasizes, however, that anti-poverty programs alone are not capable
of eradicating indigence. Rather, sustainable social-development programs require democratic
participation, changes in economic structures, and changes in policies to foment a more equitable
distribution of wealth and income.
Among the most important measures outlined in the Program of Action are:
1-efforts to forge an international trading system based on multilateral rules that expand access to
open markets, and that make technology available to all people, especially in poor countries;
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2-efforts to address the accumulation of wealth and inequality, especially emphasizing "appropriate
taxation at the national level";
3-an agreement among debtor countries to reduce or pardon bilateral debts with African countries
and with all the other least-developed nations of the world, plus a commitment by multilateral
lending institutions to alleviate the debt burden of low-income nations that have a high proportion
of multilateral debt;
4-a commitment by donor countries to increase "as soon as possible" their level of overseas
development aid (OAD) to poor countries to a proportion equal to 0.7% of GDP, plus a commitment
between rich and poor nations called the 20/20 agreement that obliges donor countries to channel at
least 20% of OAD to social-development programs, while committing the recipient country to spend
at least 20% of the national budget for the same purposes;
5-a commitment by all nations to enforce equal remuneration for men and women who do equal
work, plus an agreement to safeguard and promote respect for basic workers' rights, including the
ratification and implementation of International Labor Organization (ILO) conventions; and
6-a mandate for the UN to work in close collaboration with the World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) to discuss measures to offset the social impact of structural adjustment
programs and to increase the allocation of resources for social development.
In general, most conference participants consider the Summit a point of departure, since it is the
first time an international framework for cooperation has been hammered out among rich and poor
nations to attack poverty and work toward sustainable development in all countries. "This Summit
has put the interests of people back in the picture, and I think it's going to do for the world what the
1972 Stockholm Conference on women did on gender issues," said Chile's representative to the UN,
Juan Somavia, who presented the original proposal for the conference to the UN General Assembly
in 1994. "Twenty years down the road we will realize that this conference got a process going."
Indeed, Latin American countries now hope to use the guidelines contained in the Summit
documents as a vehicle to unify their positions on social-development strategies and then negotiate
as a region with multilateral lending institutions and advanced industrialized nations. Although
nearly all Latin American and Caribbean countries sent high-level delegations to Copenhagen, 11
heads of state participated in the conference, including the presidents of Bolivia, Chile, Colombia,
Costa Rica, Cuba, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Paraguay, and Peru. In May, 30
ministers and vice ministers of development from around the region will participate in a threeday conference in Argentina to evaluate the conclusions reached at the Summit and discuss their
significance for Latin America and the Caribbean, according to Argentina's Social Development
Secretary, Eduardo Amadeo.
"We will carefully review the commitments that were signed and evaluate methods to reinforce
regional cooperation to achieve the goals outlined at the Summit," said Amadeo. In addition, the
poorer countries in the hemisphere will likely use the conference conclusions as a basis to draw
together into subregional blocs to negotiate with foreign countries and lending institutions. For
example, the five Central American countries (excluding Panama and Belize) hope to negotiate as a
bloc with the Paris Club of creditor governments to reduce or pardon their bilateral debts. They will
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also jointly seek aid for regional social development programs. In fact, poverty in Central America
is much worse than in other parts of Latin America. About 21 million Central Americans 70% of the
region's 30 million inhabitants live below the poverty line. In contrast, in the rest of Latin America,
an average of 46% of the population lives below the poverty line, according to the UN's Economic
Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC).
"The level of poverty in Central America is much worse than the Latin American average," read
a joint statement by the Central American countries, which they presented at the Summit. "The
spread of poverty is also much faster and the resources to deal with poverty are much more scarce
than in other countries in the region."
Among other specific proposals, the isthmian nations will seek a collective agreement with the
Paris Club to swap their bilateral debts for investment in social-development programs. The total
foreign debt of the five Central American countries combined is US$25 billion, of which US$10
billion is bilateral debt to foreign governments. "We hope to draw up regional initiatives as a basis
for negotiation, taking advantage of the similarities and local ties that bind us together," said Costa
Rican President Jose Maria Figueres.
Meanwhile, the Summit appeal to debtor countries to reduce or pardon the bilateral debts of the
world's least- developed nations has already benefitted two Latin American countries Bolivia and
Nicaragua which are two of the poorest nations in the hemisphere. During the Summit, Denmark
announced its decision to cancel a total of US$177 million in outstanding debt owed by six countries,
which included the two Latin American countries and four African nations. Bolivia had owed US$16
million to Denmark, and Nicaragua US$18 million. [Sources: Inter Press Service, 02/06/95; Notimex,
03/02/95, 03/05-07/95, 03/09/95, 03/12/95; Spanish news service EFE, 03/09/95, 03/10/95, 03/12/95;
New York Times, 03/06-10/95, 03/13/95; Reuter, 03/07/95, 03/13/95; Deutsche Press Agentur, 03/13/95;
Associated Press, United Nations Information Centre (Australia), 03/14/95; Agence France- Presse,
03/05/95, 03/06/95, 03/08/95, 03/10/95, 03/12/95, 03/13/95, 03/15/95]
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